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Abstract: The New Jersey Soldier’s Home was founded to assist Civil War
veterans who returned home scarred by the conflict’s frightful scenes of carnage. The
Home’s records, indeed, its very existence, show that the transition from military to
civilian life was no easier 150 years ago than it is today.
Introduction
Shortly after the Civil War ended, an article in the New Jersey Mirror and
Burlington County Advertiser commented on the return home of New Jersey’s soldiers.
While the paper acknowledged that family and friends may “know him not, at once, for
the change which has come over him,” it nevertheless believed the veterans could
reintegrate into civilian life. The newspaper, however, expected former combatants to
simultaneously unlearn their old habits of soldiering so as to “be molded into the ordinary
daily occupations of labor and business,” and yet to “soon show us that the life of a
soldier, in a noble cause, has not unfitted them for the less glorious but not less useful
labors of civil life.”1
Notwithstanding this seeming contradiction, the expectation of a seamless
transition was not shared by federal and state officials who recognized that veterans could
not alone readjust because of their severe physical and psychological ailments. 2
Pecuniary benefits such as military pensions were granted by the federal government to
honorably discharged veterans dating back to the Revolution. Such social benefits were
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apparently designed to minimize the burden placed upon disabled veterans and their
families, but scholars have shown how government officials were not motivated strictly
by humanitarian concerns and that federal pensions served a dual purpose by encouraging
“the patriotism of the American people.” 3 Regardless of the potential relief military
pensions provided to New Jersey’s servicemen, Governor Joel Parker recognized that
“the pension granted by the General Government is insufficient for the support of those
who are entirely broken down in health, or who have lost their limbs.” 4 Parker had
clearly foreseen the need for additional assistance because of the scale and sheer numbers
of disabled men reentering society.
Marcus L. Ward, Parker’s political rival, agreed and put forth a proposal in 1863
to inquire into the establishment of an institution geared to the protection and care of
returning soldiers. A wealthy and prominent figure of Newark who served as governor
and congressman, Ward was labeled the “Soldier’s Friend” for his myriad efforts on
behalf of soldiers and their families.5 As a result of his labors, the doors of the New
Jersey Home for Disabled Veterans (NJHDS), dedicated to the well-being of totally or
partially disabled veterans, symbolically opened on July 4, 1866, almost a year to the date
that the New Jersey Mirror article appeared.

At the Home’s formal dedication on

September 5, 1866, Ward proudly proclaimed that he “appreciated and understood the
importance of fully regarding [soldiers’] interests,” and of the need to throw “around the
wounded and suffering all possible care.” He also declared that government must do
more than remember the sacrifices made, and so it “remained to the State the duty of
caring for those who had returned among us maimed and wasted in its service.” Veterans
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would be safe and secure because “This is their Home … around which we desire to
throw all the comforts which can cheer and alleviate.”6
This essay will focus on the overwhelming challenges and difficulties associated
with reintegration and readjustment to civil society through the prism of the New Jersey
Home at Newark. The annual reports of the Home, written and submitted by the Board
of Managers to update the Home’s progress to the state legislature, provides invaluable
insights as to the level of suffering and despair endured by those who, as Ward himself
stated, were “maimed and wasted,” thus illuminating the tremendous human costs of the
Civil War. For those with obvious, physical disabilities such as missing limbs, their
readjustment already was at a serious disadvantage. But readjustment was also extremely
difficult for those suffering from less discernible ailments such as debilitating internal
diseases or psychological and emotional distress, loneliness and alienation. This essay
ultimately seeks to challenge the notion so confidently proclaimed by the New Jersey
Mirror that returning soldiers could make a seamless transition to civilian life, and to
underscore as well historian Maris A. Vinovskis’s poignant observation more than twenty
years ago as to “...why we must pay more attention to the social impact of the Civil War
on the lives of nineteenth-century Americans.”7 For while the guns stopped firing in
1865, the war’s legacy left a lasting imprint, thus ensuring that the war really never ended.
The Home Opens
The New Jersey Home was formally dedicated on September 5, 1866 with much
fanfare. A grand military procession marched from Military Park in Newark to the Home,
“and all along the line of march
crowds of people were gathered upon the sidewalks, who cheered lustily as the
procession passed; and the windows and balconies of many residences were full of fair
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women, whose waving handkerchiefs, when the returned veterans passed, indicated their
admiration for those who had worn the loyal blue.8
Historian Larry Logue aptly observes that “Union soldiers were ambivalent about
going home.”9 Some of New Jersey’s own expressed these sentiments quite eloquently.
Stationed in North Carolina with the 33rd Regiment, one soldier wrote “Home, sweet
home is the burden of thoughts by day, and the subject of his dreams at night.”
William Haines, Company F, 12th N.J. Volunteers, remembered that he was
“ready and anxious to return to peaceful pursuits, to the charms and endearments of home
and family.” While Haines believed “Home is a fine place,” he realized instantly how
“things seem so changed; everything is so still and quiet.” 10
Haines spoke directly to the phenomenon many soldiers from New Jersey and
elsewhere confronted when they made their way home after the war: How would -- or
could -- they readjust to civilian life? Lieutenant Sebastian Duncan of Company E, 13th
N.J. Volunteers summed it up best when he conveyed to his sister during the spring
campaign in 1863 how he “...was becoming a strange sort of animal out here and wonder
whether I’ll ever be fit for civil society again.”11 Duncan captured brilliantly the essence
of the soldier’s dilemma: Many longed for home during the war but now with the conflict
over, Duncan and his fellow comrades questioned whether they could make the transition
from the shock of the battlefield to the humdrum of civilian life 12
While federal pensions were naturally the first measure to help alleviate the pain
and hardships of the Civil War they were not sufficiently adequate.13 States like New
Jersey quickly took the lead to help fill that void by creating their own institutions. The
selective use of the term “Home” had decidedly social and political implications as it was

4

designed to distinguish it from the stigma normally associated with entitlements directed
towards the working poor.14 Indeed, as the Board of Commissioners of the New Jersey
Home made clear in their provisions report, they reminded lawmakers and the public at
large that returning soldiers were “not paupers, seeking alms at the hands of the
government, but pensioners, entitled to compensation for services rendered. They are not
debtors to, but creditors of the public.”15 And keeping true to the ideals of laissez-faire
government in a market-oriented society, the Board furthermore emphasized that “What
is needed is not an almshouse to impress [veterans] with the sense of being the objects of
charity” which would “crush every feeling and hope of independence”. The Home rather
was a “Retreat, provided, as far as practicable, with the comforts and influence of a home,
where they may realize that the republic is not ungrateful...”16
With the intellectual formulation complete, the Board of Commissioners then set
about as to its structure and organization. They established a Board of Managers to
communicate directly to the state Legislature, updating it regularly as to the Home’s
progress. In addition, there was a commandant, superintendent, and chaplain “and such
other officers, assistants and attendants as may be necessary and proper” 17 that were
responsible for its daily functions.
In its very first annual report, Dr A. M. Mills, physician of the Home, recognized
that by the large number of applicants seeking admission “it soon became evident that
increased accommodation would be required.”

Accordingly, he had “one of the

pavilions...comfortably filled up, affording two additional wards, each of the capacity of
about twenty-six beds, with a commodious reading room between.” 18 By year’s end
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1866, the managers timidly declared that “...one hundred and sixty-three disabled soldiers
and sailors have already been received by the Institution as State beneficiaries.”19
Though Dr. Mills’ improvisation succeeded in making additional space, he
believed that still “further accommodations may yet be required before spring [1867].”
In fact, he observed that “Already the demands for the benefits of the institution are quite
equal to the extent of our accommodations” and “steadily the number of its inmates
increases...” Demand was great because in “many instances patients have come to the
Home suffering with distressing diseases, friendless and destitute...”20 If admission was
not granted due to lack of room, veterans then took advantage of the Home’s out-patient
services which provided “medical advice...medicine and weekly or monthly stipends of
money; thus relieving them of much suffering resulting from disease or injury...and
enabling them while remaining at their home, and with their families, to procure for
themselves the necessaries of life.” This service proved to be of tremendous value as
“the roll of its Out Patients is added to daily.”21
Dr. Mills’s assessment was further corroborated by other officials within the first
few years of the Home’s opening. The managers were stunned as the Home’s services
were overwhelmed and their consternation only grew as they realized how unprepared
they were in providing comfort to the residents. Increasing admissions, overtaxed staff,
and constant requests for additional funds characterized the Home’s daily vicissitudes.
Statements such as “number of beneficiaries [has] nearly doubled during the year;” “the
number of beneficiaries being now greater than at any previous period;” “we [the Board
of Managers] are under the necessity of asking an additional annual appropriation of
twenty thousand dollars [for the State has only appropriated ten thousand];” “the many
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long and lingering cases [of sickness] have been very trying to those whose duty it is to
care for [the residents] and look after their comfort” are replete in the annual reports of
the Home.22
Exactly who these veterans were can be gleaned from a random sample of the
annual reports, such as 1873 when the residents were still relatively young only eight
years after the war. The report listed a total of 964 former soldiers cared for during the
year ending October 31 with 344 remaining when discharges, expelled residents, and
death were included. The residents comprised a mix of different nationalities and ages,
though the young were disproportionately represented. Some also fought in regiments
from other northern states.

The superintendent noted forty-one percent of the

beneficiaries were born in the United States, thirty percent in Ireland, and eighteen
percent in Germany. The latter, two, respectively, represented the high concentration of
Irish and German immigrants in industrialized Newark. Thirty residents were under
eighteen years of age when they enlisted while 275 were between the ages of thirty-five
to forty-five, and 140 were over forty-five years of age.
As to their condition and health, “the inmates comprise many one-legged and onearmed men, the blind and partially blind, and others with disabilities incident to war and
the severities of a long and arduous campaign.” 23 For instance, 387 “suffered from
wounds, of which [114] had lost limbs; [119] had rheumatism; [and] eighty-two had
pulmonary complaints,” while the rest suffered from various other debilities. Many were
also ill as the “average number of sick per day was eighty-three.” The Home also
provided medicine and drugs and issued a considerable amount to relieve the suffering.
Indeed, “the number of prescriptions issued from the dispensary” was 7,721.24
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The following example of Gawien McCoy can help to conceptualize the profound
human suffering that these numbers eerily convey. McCoy mustered into Company D,
5th N.J. Volunteers on October 9, 1861 for three years. He was eventually transferred to
the Veterans Reserve Corps and then finally discharged on January 8, 1864. 25 Upon
returning home, his friends noticed how markedly his physical condition deteriorated.
Unable to function independently, he was admitted to the Home on October 7, 1871 and
died less than six months later on March 10, 1872. The Home listed cause of death as
“general debility.”26
As a result of his death, his wife, Mary McCoy, applied for a federal pension as a
widow to help support herself and children. The Pension Bureau at Washington, D.C.
required all applicants to submit compelling evidence to ascertain whether the cause of a
veteran’s disability or death resulted directly from service in the army. Mary sought the
assistance of her husband’s friends and former employers, whose testimonies illuminated
Gawien’s grave condition, to help validate her claim.
His doctor claimed that Gawien “came into my hands in 1865 I found him
suffering with various disorders of the kidney & liver also from injuries of head & back
which prevented him from performing any labor or in any way providing for his
family.” 27 The affidavit of James D. Gleaon – the last name is difficult to read -explained in greater detail the appearance of his late friend before and after he enlisted.
James claimed he knew Gawien since 1840 “and during all that time, up to the date of his
return from the army, he was a man of more than ordinary vigor of body, and robustness
of health.” James saw Gawien “shortly after his return home from the Army, and could
see a marked difference between his apparent health and strength then, and before he
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enlisted...”

James also testified he saw Gawien “occasionally up to a short time

preceding his death and could at all times, when I so saw him, perceive that he did not
regain the healthy look he formerly had, but seemed to be losing gradually, in vital power
and energy.”28
In order to bolster Mary’s pension claim that her husband died from a disease
contracted while in the service, one of his former employers claimed Gawien “worked for
me a number of years previous to the war of the Rebellion [and I] certify that During the
time he worked for me he was in the Best of Health and to the Best of my Knowledge
an[d] Belief free from any disease whatever.” 29 After his discharge from the service
another of his employers stated Gawien was “in our employ from July 1867 to within a
short time previous to his Death, and was not considered a well man, during all that
time.”30 These testimonies and even a letter written on behalf of Mary by Marcus Ward
to the Pension Bureau, which stated that Gawien’s family was “very anxious to be
informed as to his case...The widow is in very poor circumstances and the early
adjustment of the claim is therefore greatly to be desired,” failed to secure her pension.

31

The Bureau rejected the claim “on the ground that the disease which caused [Gawien’s]
death originated after his discharge from the U.S. service.

It appears that he was

discharged on account of old age debility and injury … but died of brights disease of the
Kidneys.”32
As every year witnessed a surge in admissions greater than the year before to
accommodate men like Gawien, the managers also noted alarming increases of sickness
and death: “The number of sick has...been large, many cases requiring constant care and
attention; “sickness and death have prevailed to a greater extent than in any previous
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year”; “the past year has been one of trial and suffering, we have had a greater number of
severe cases of sickness continually in the Hospital than any previous year, and a great
amount of suffering has been experienced,” 33 an environment entirely contrary to the
notion of “home” or a “retreat.”
The Home had found it “necessary...to convert our chapel into a hospital”
because “the number on sick list has been large [for] all are suffering from wounds or
diseases that require medical assistance.” 34 It simply was not enough that “those [who]
require constant attendance are provided for in the infirmary wards, under the charge of
the matron, and are furnished a special diet consisting of such delicacies as are prescribed
by the physician.”35
While the managers made every effort to care for the sick and provide comfort to
others, its purpose was not to rehabilitate -- if veterans could be rehabilitated at all? This
failure had several reasons. First, no precedent existed in regard to rehabilitating veterans
in the United States.

According to one historian, “Under the American theory of

individualism” the federal government took no interest in the “rehabilitation of this horde
of warriors suddenly loosed upon the civilian economy.”36 This applied on the state level
as well since “home” was construed as a place for veterans to spend their days peacefully
in rest and relaxation.

It was not intended to provide such sophisticated care as

“rehabilitation” but merely comfort. Oddly enough, it was geared towards the laboring
poor domiciling in almshouses in order to improve and uplift their moral character. But
the moral character of veterans was not questionable, and so they were excluded from
this form of rehabilitation.
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A second and more compelling reason was economic considerations. At the New
Jersey Home, resources were severely limited and the managers were so vigorously
attuned to keeping costs down which dictated the level of care. And rehabilitation did not
of course consist of cozy beds, cooked meals, and dispensation of medicine. But its
absence can perhaps be more readily explained by the more paramount concern for
maintaining order and discipline. And the need for order, which the former soldiers
frowned upon, was not incompatible with the age-old American precepts of freedom and
liberty as so eloquently expressed by the following:
The regulations of the Home are for the maintenance and preservation of order
and decorum, the amalgamation of freedom and duty, that liberty and order should so
fuse into each other, that the condition prescribed by order, cannot be felt as a restraint on
liberty.37

The desire for order and discipline, then, is understandable when the continuation
of a military-style atmosphere at the Home was the highest priority, thus ensuring the
obedience of its beneficiaries. The residents were treated as though they were still in the
army--when many wanted to put their days of soldiering behind them--required to wear
military uniforms and answer to the sound of roll-call: “The in patients are fed on the
basis of the army-rations, clothed in a neat army uniform, comfortably lodged and
suitably cared for in all particulars.”38
An aura of paternalism permeated the relationship between managers and
residents. The former firmly believed they knew what was best for the latter and so rules
were implemented and enforced to ensure this delicate balance. And as time went on the
rules became more stringent because of the behavior of the residents. Not that the former
soldiers were ungrateful for the efforts rendered on their behalf, but it was the need for
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alcohol that the managers found most disturbing. No sooner had the Home opened its
doors in 1866 that “drunkenness seemed to prevail.”39 Eight years later it was observed
“the evils of intoxication are unfortunately everywhere apparent.” 40 Because alcohol
abuse was a recurring problem the managers asserted that “The rule in this respect is rigid;
every violation of its edict subjects the offender to immediate expulsion from the
Home.”41 And the managers believed that such “severe repressive measures [were] in
force” in order to better guarantee an “improvement in the morale of the men.”42
Ironically, the managers had recognized the causes and circumstances of
intoxication which deserves to be quoted at length:
Many causes operate to increase the number of applicants for admission...oneeighth of the number cared for [out of a total of one-thousand forty seven in 1875] were
either too young or too old when they enlisted, and probably contracted disease...Wounds
or disabilities that were slight, have resulted in disease that prevent many from earning a
livelihood. Severe winters, and consequent hard times, compel members to seek
admission for short periods; death and other causes break up families, and deprives some
disabled soldiers of their support; improvidence and intemperance, as much as any other
cause, serves to increase the number of destitute disabled veterans.43
But they still insisted, however, on condemning the reliance on the bottle as
immoral behavior that needed to be eradicated rather than accept it may have provided a
means of escape from their misery and economic security during the Panic of 1873. But
even more than this, the above also highlighted the social and gruesome costs of the Civil
War, and in order to truly measure the totality of that war’s destructiveness, those
veterans who suffered from menacing wounds and diseases or resorted to alcohol to
better find solace and comfort from their despair and the wrenching uncertainty of
economic security must be included in the final tally. While historians have focused
exclusively on the number of dead, approximately 620,000, to measure the war’s human
toll, that conservative number would rise significantly if it included those who had to
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endure, as Maris Vinovskis stated so aptly, “the heritage of the war for the rest of their
lives.”44
Considering the lack of any efforts geared towards rehabilitation and the stigma,
rather than empathy, associated with alcoholism, it was no surprise then that the Home
could not provide for the welfare of men suffering from acute mental and psychological
pain. A study of the annual reports indicate that most of the ailments were physical, such
as gunshot wounds and lost limbs, as well as debilitating diseases which lingered long
after the war. There are only several references to insanity and “mental derangement”
resulting in suicide. But the correlation between physical pain and the onset of mental
trauma cannot be overlooked. In his comparative analysis of Vietnam and Civil War
veterans, Eric T. Dean argues veterans from both wars suffered from delayed reactions to
combat fatigue and stress when they returned home.

Though post-traumatic stress

syndrome (PTSD) has only recently been coined, phrases such as “demoralized,” “played
out,” and “broken down,” common verbiage of the time, suggest symptoms of it. 45
During the war the military and its medical personnel simply dismissed as shirkers those
soldiers who claimed they experienced severe mental anguish which prevented them
from carrying out their duties. This skepticism carried over to the immediate postwar
period when ex-soldiers filing for pension claims based on such conditions were
rejected.46
By the late 1870s, the Home was obliged to print, in bold letters, at the bottom of
its applications that “The insane and men of unsound mind cannot be received, as no
proper provisions can be made for the care of such cases.”47 Incidentally, however, the
Home was most likely referring to more severe cases of insanity since it was already
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contending with “men of unsound mind.” Its annual reports invariably listed in its care
numerous cases of those suffering from acute internal diseases of the lungs, kidneys, and
heart. Such diseases, over time, led to the deterioration of the nervous system which then
caused immense stress resulting in mental fatigue or insanity. This knowledge, however,
was not fully comprehended in the nineteenth-century. As Eric Dean explains, “...the
basic underlying premise of a relationship between physical disease and mental health
ties in with current systems theory employed by behavioral medicine or ‘health
psychology’, which maintains that there is a link between stress and physical illness.”48
Of course, the Home was not entirely at fault for turning away such men. While
the Home provided outpatient services, monetary stipends, and medicine to its
beneficiaries, such services were only temporary fixes for physically and mentally
scarred individuals. And from the perspective of the Home’s staff, there was really not
much else they could do but provide temporary relief much less treat severe cases of
insanity.
Perhaps that partly explains why the Home was merely conceived as a ”Retreat”
which provided basic necessities such as care and comfort though the Board of
Commissioners and managers may not have anticipated the sheer numbers continually
seeking its services or the severity of sickness and disease that plagued its applicants. As
each year gradually passed, the managers admitted that any significant reduction in
numbers was unlikely. And even as they declared a low death rate, considering “that all
beneficiaries are more or less broken down by wounds and diseases incurred during the
war,” the managers believed that it was “probably due to an exemption from domestic
cares, good food, and a comfortable home.”49
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But the annual reports also revealed that the Home too often resembled a hospital
ward overrun with patients and a military camp imposing order, conditions hardly
amenable to the concept of “home.” “Home” invoked a place where its inhabitants were
adequately sheltered from the uncertainties of the outside world. But these were no
ordinary inhabitants that resided at the New Jersey Home. They were battered and
brutalized men who had paid a terrible price for their military service and then had to face
most unfavorably the dire challenges of readjustment in a fiercely competitive and
unstable market economy.
As the managers informed lawmakers that the Home’s beneficiaries were
contented, they were also unduly concerned with onerous rules and quite willing to
impose harsh measures if they were breached. To be sure, the New Jersey Home was not
unique in this respect as the same pattern existed at the federal branches. Like its federal
counterpart, it strictly adhered to the military maxims of order and discipline, as control
was really the primary objective in guiding the New Jersey Home. This emphasis was
further heightened when the managers observed and denounced the prevalence of alcohol
abuse. Rather than seek to address its cause, however, the managers instead condemned
it as immoral behavior and imposed draconian measures to eradicate it. While veterans
turned to drinking for myriad reasons, the annual reports concede that the men turned to
drinking for relief. Alcohol abuse, then, was another manifestation of their profound
despair which challenged their ability to readjust.
In the end, beyond accommodating disabled veterans, institutions such as the New
Jersey Home also served a larger strategic and political purpose. Judith Gladys Cetina
opines that while it was enough to discern the external factors leading to the development
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of state homes, it was more difficult to locate and identify the specific forces driving their
development. Marcus Ward led the drive to create the Home at Newark, and while he did
not hesitate to proclaim his unyielding desire to serve the interests of the nation’s
defenders, his drive was also tied to his political calculations and ambitions.
More broadly, however, federal and state policy-makers were invariably aware
and fearful of the potential drawbacks of the pernicious image of abandoned veterans
wandering aimlessly in the urban and rural corridors of America.50 Megan McClintock
notes that military pensions spurred enlistment during the Civil War because it helped to
alleviate the hardships of war on the veteran and his family. So it was with federal and
state homes in the years following the Civil War. The granting of pensions and the
creation of soldiers’ homes thwarted the image of the recluse veteran who could take
advantage of the significant resources at his disposal to help him cope. Policy-makers
could exclaim then that military service was still an honorable endeavor, and those who
served would know that they would be cared for when they returned home from the
battlefield -- if they were so lucky! Military service and its concomitant benefits would
also be discernible to future generations as they peered into the past and saw how well
Civil War veterans were treated, consummating policy-makers’ wishes for the assurances
and dedication of future recruits.51
The Civil War not only abolished slavery and restored the Union, but more
importantly it solidified the United States as the world’s emerging industrialized and
military power. This immense power would project itself around the globe in the years
after the Civil War, beginning with America’s imperial ambitions across the Pacific at the
end of the nineteenth-century.

Such an expansionist foreign policy required an
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impressionable, patriotic, and dedicated force. Policy-makers of the 1860s were quite
precocious in their quest to ensure that Civil War veterans, at least in the public discourse,
were sufficiently cared for. If the New Jersey Home did not adequately address and meet
the substantive needs of its beneficiaries, it succeeded in the mission that the veteran had,
at the least, a “home” to seek.
While policies can be conceived and developed, they are not always consistently
implemented. Paradoxically, while men like Marcus Ward revered and venerated New
Jersey’s servicemen for their valiant efforts in the country’s great struggle, veterans were
still susceptible to the malicious vagaries of a “free-market society” in which the term
“home” was invoked as a means to defend against. As Ward and other state officials
exhorted their fellow New Jerseyans to never forget and honor indefinitely the sacrifices
of Jersey’s troops, the city of Newark appeared to forget as it was rapidly industrializing.
As veterans at the New Jersey Home endured their incessant bouts and struggles, the
sense that they were left behind was compounded as Newark needed more space for its
industry and people. Less than ten years after its doors opened, their isolationism was
most acutely revealed when
The rapid growth of the city of Newark has also extended to the Home grounds -a large portion having been taken for the purpose of forming new streets -- and it would
appear probable that in the course of a few years the present site will be clustered over
with streets and houses, and all the elements of a busy population.52
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